
The specter ofspectrum

Digital television is creeping over the horizon.
With a sha1'perpictuI'e and crisper sound, it's
predicted to replaceanalog television (ie. the

boob tube in your living room) within a few years.
The trick is how to get there from here - and figur
ing out who pays.

On Aprill, the Federal Communications Com-
. mission (FCC) is scheduled to decide how to allocate

a huge portion ofthe public airwaves for digital tele
vision. Space in the broadcast spectrUm is scarce,
and it sells for billions of dollars. It also happens to
belong to the taxpayers. ~

But the National Association of Broadcasters
<NAB) wants the FCC simply to hand over, free of
charge, the entirety of,this spectrum space. And,
because politiciansare generally afraid ofoffending
the broadcasters who shape their own media cover
age. the NAB might just get what it wants.

The broadcasters claim they need the extra air
wave space to create a digital counterpart to every
analog channel they currently own. This way, they
cangraduallypbase in theswitch from analog to dig
ital television without rendering existing TV sets
obsolete overnight.

Although an analog ctuinnel requires six mega
hertzofairspace, a digital channel is more "compact"
and' only requires about two megahertz. But the
broadcasters want six megahertz for every digital
channel- farmore than they need. The broadcast
ers claim they need this "break" to make it all hap
pen. But, by hogging all the spectrum space, the
broadcasters effectively shut out any competition,
suchas Internetandcomputercompanies that could
also send digital broadcasts.

The FCC is considering a more sensible solution,
called the "corespectnJIl1 plan." Under it, the broad
casters would only be granted enough spectrum
space to createa digitalcounterpartfor each oftheir
analog channels. The FCC would then auctionotftbe
remaining space to interested companies (possibly
including the broadcasters themselves).

'Ib be specific, the "core spectrUm plan" would
give 270 of the tota1408 megahertz of digital spec
trUm space to the broadcastersforfree. And this isn't
small change. PresidentClinton's 6scal1998 budget
plan estimates 270 megahertz to be worth 515 bil
lion. 24 megahertZ' would then be given away for
public safetypurposes suchas police, fire and ambu
lance services. 36 megahertz would be put up for
auction in the next year or two. Mr. Clinton's 1998
budget estimates 53.5 billion in revenues from this
auction. The remaining Space would, initially. be
given for free to the broadcasters and otherentities
like lOW-power TV and TV translators. Then, overa
period of 10 to 15 years, as the transition to digital
broadcastingcontinues, someofthis spectrUm space
willbe returned to the government and made avail
able for auction.

The broadcasters should be jumping for joy that
they don't have to bid for spectrUm space like other
companies. Even the "core spectrUm plan" is heav
ily weighted in favor of the broadcasters over open
competitionand taxpayer interests. Still, this lopsided
compromise is a lot better than giving the broad
casters the entire spectrum - in what FCC Chair
manReed Hundtcalls "thebiggestsingle giftofpub
lie property [to] any industry in this century;" Thlk
about corporate welfare.
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Guest Editorial, by Robert L. Johnson

Diversify Digital TV
Association of Broadcasten (~AB)

and a few media conglomerates.
Their opinions should not domi
nate the entire debate on how the
valuable public asset of digital 'IV
should be licensed. Entrepreneurs
should be given the opponunity to

own a piece of digital 'lV, one of
the most important bridges to the
21_t century.

,While some politicians qUibble
and argue about the exact amount
of revenue a spectrum auction for
digital 1V would generate, there
can be no serious doubt that an auc
tion of digital 'IV channels in 1998
would raise a. few billion donara..

The biggest federal government
giveaway of a public asset since the
day. of the railroads is about to oc·
cur in Washington, D.C. In a matter
ofweeks, the FCC is scheduled to
decide how digital 'IV licenscs in
this country will be distributed.
This represents the lau major 'IV al
loa.don to local markets before the
21st century. Unless more delibera
tion and debate occurs before this
decision. the FCC willlir.erally give
away billions of dollars worth of li
censes. mostly to large media con
glomerates.

As a result, a host of new players
who want to compete in rhe new
digital age would be kept out of this
market. To make mauen wane,
this huge federal giveaway to large
media conglomerates will occur as
the government urgently seeks to
bala.nce the budget, provide eco
nomic invcstment incentives, and
reduce federal programs.

Prior to the upcoming FCC deci
~jon concerning the digital1V
channel giveaway. there remains an
opportunity for all of us to enSUre
that all segments of our society will
benefit in the digital TV age. As we
appl'oach the year 2000. it is impera
tive that tlle government pl'ovide vi
able. new opporronities for new
entrants in the digital marketplace.
I strongly feel that cntrepreneun 
especially minorities and women 
lIhould participate in all aspecrs of
digital communications services, in
cluding digital1V ownership. The
best way to achieve this objective is
for the FCC to auction spectTum
for digital1V services to new busi
nesses that al'e ready to compete.
This plan would benefit our coun
try by promoting consumer choice,
competition, and generating new
fedel-al revenues to offset federal
programll or tax cut.'!.

So far, the discussion concerning
digital 'IV ownership has been
lightly controlled by the National

will carry interactive teJeeo,pmuni
cationll services. educational pro
gr.uns. Internet acce.s. and!links to
other important information net
works that will help narrow:me gap
between rich and poor.

Ntnu is the time for the FCC. the:
Clnton Administration, and. Con
gresu to Step up to the plate and de
velop an action plan to provide
viable, new ownership oppqrtuni..
ties in digital TV. I emphasize the
need t.o act ~ow because the' FCC·s
deadline for making a decision on
how to give the incumbent broad
c:uters their free 'IV channels is fast
approaching. One plan unqc:r con

-------------- siderarion by the FCC would place
There can be no serious all incumbent 'IV bl"oadcasten in a
doubt that an auction of core spc:c:tnJm a~a and awition the

remaining channels. Reccn~y, the
digital 1V channels in CoalItion {or a Sound Specaum Pol.
1998 would raise a few icy. which includes myself apd

groups from across chI.: political con-
billion dollars. tinuum _ from the Coalition for Dl~
--------------- 'lenity of Ownership and ilia: Media

.Recently, columnist Alexander Access Project to Americans for Tax
C.('IckbUTn cri ticized the spectrum Rcfonn and the Small Business Sur-
glycaway plan and said, "If the new viva] Committee - c:ndoned this
frequencies were auctioned, they core specn-um plan. Certainly, the
wold fetch anywhere from 511 bil- FCC ...hould auc:tion a.~ much digital
lion to more than 570 billion." Simi- 'IV spectrum as possible to provide
lar observations were made by New new ownership opportunities.
York Time5 columnist William
Safire. The Clinton Adminstration' II We need an effecDve Stnltegy to
budget has predicted that an ilUC- create a vibrant and va.ried digital
tion of television channels associ- marketplace. The digital "n:' age
ated willI digiral1V could raise should ocrel' viable, new opponuni.
S14-17 bi llion. Even if the Admini. ties for imaginative buslncul'eol'le.
sr,ration's c!lt.imate i!l panially cor- particularly minorities and women.
rect. this amount of money could to own and operate facilities that
be used for a large payment toward will selVe their growing audiences.
rederal budget priorities. In a countty as dlvel"le as the

United States. a handful ofmedia
~Some of U~ already know that conglomerates should not control

digital television will provide far the vaSt majority of information
more than an opportunity to buy a flowin", to American citizens, Divt!r-
largl~r. morc cxpcn~ivc television co

sHying the digital television market
seL A digital TV set will likely serve malto; a Jot of sen lie.
as one of (h~ local information and
(echnology "command cc:ntcl's" for Robert L,]ohnsun iJ ehainiwln ami
America'li hOWIeholdli. Many pre- chit{aec:uriw o.Ifiur ofBETHoItIiRr.
tlic:t that thcl'lc digital'lV cha.nnels Int:..
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James K~ Glassman

Reed Hundt's
.Revolution

A government that's rUMing J2-digit defI
cits needs all the money it can gel. So you
might wonder why Congress and the president
are on the brink of giving away more broad
cas! licenses (estimated value: $50 billion) to
big TV companies in what amounts to another
welfare program for rich white guys.

These broadcasters, of coucse, already have
free licenses. TItey want to keep those for
another 15 years or so and take new ones that
will allow them an extra slice of the airwaves,
Originally, tbey said~ slice was going to be
used for high-definitioQ. TV (MOTV), which
produces super-sharp pictures. Beating ~
Japanese to the punclr on HDTV was alsa
supposed to be a source of national pride.

Hut now, well, the broadcasters aren't SO
sure about HOTV, They may want, to use
their new spectrum for other purposes, such
as sending out sewrtll lower-quality ,di&i~

pictures at the same time-or (who knows?)
for wireless phone service, .

~I'm trying to organize the public to be
outraged at this giveaway," Robert Johnson,
chairman of Black Entertainment Television,.
cable network, Aid last week when I inter
viewed him for the PBS program ""echnoPolt
tics."

But Johnson doesn't have high hopes, First,
politicians are scared to death of broadcasters,
whose unique access to the public gives them
the power to extort favors.. In the great
Washington game of rent-seeking (that is,
getting government to grant you a protected
niche to mint money), broadcasters have no
equals.

Second, Johnson believes that the TV netp
works, which will profit enonnously from the,

What sremarkable is
that Hundt says tlJat the:
waytod~coverthe .
public interest is to
consult the market.
deal, have been suppressing the story-in
contrast to what they usually run on shows
like ~20/20." "Can you imagine if ." oil·
companies were being told that they could III
into the national parks and start drillinl for aU
the oil or coal or whatever is WJderaround and
not pay for itr' Johnson mused. "There'd be
tremendous outrage."

Sure, Johnson has an ax to grind. BET is a
cable network that competes with broadcast
ers. But, on this issue, he's absolutely right.

Over the past few year., the Federal Com-
. Dlunications Commission (FCC) has raised $20

billion for the TreasUry by auctioning of( .
leases on slices of the spectrum for PIging,
digital phone service and the like. Within a
month, fllr example, the FCC will aucliol\
spectrum for an exciting new national satellite
radio service. Equippinl their cars with spe
cial smaU antennas, fee-paying subscribers
around the country will be able to pick up 20
or more radio chaMels with C[).quality sound.

The auctioos have been a huge success, but
those powerful TV broadcasters are exempt:
Not even the Republican leadership~
edly for free enterprise and balanced budgets)

. is fighting the spectrum liveaway,
Still, the FCC chainnan, Reed HWKft, is"

trying to make other chanles that could ulti-"
mately liberate the airwav~ He's pashinl a
concept caUed "spectrum flexibility: T~
tionally, the FCC has strictly defined what :i
particular slice of spectrum can be used for;
Hundt, instead, believes that the alice sboufd
be used for ~whatever the technology makes
possible." .

Hundt is leading a revolution. In a paper in
January, FCC staHers Gregory Rosston anit
Jeffrey Steinberg laid out the new philosophy.
~No government agency," they wrote, ~can
reliably predirt public demand for specific
services or the future of new technologies,"

Of course, that's exactly what~r
Ilwavl tries to do-in onIlclea lnvolvinr toei:

Hundt enthusiastically endorses this liberal
(in the true seale of the WClI'd) view. which, he
told me, "is the coenpIete opposite of the
original FCC approach." The commission's
overriding mandate is to promote the public
interest. What's remarkable is that Hundt
longtime Washington insider, friend of Bill
Clinton-says that the way to discover that
interest is lo consult the market.

Rosston and Steinberg write: "In general~
the public derives the greatest benefit frmit
spectrum to the extent that spectrum is used
for services that the public values most hiahly
and therefore is most willing to pay for: Wowl
The public interest equals what the public wiU
pay the most for, If a suJn:ersive idea like this
spreads throughout the lovemmenl, bureau.
crats wiJlloee their cherished right to control
the lives of the rest of us.

The other three FCC commissioners flatly
oppose HUlldt, but spectrum IJelibiJity is alive
and weD. Within the next month, the FCC is
expected to raise $2.9 billion in ao auction of
spectrum to be used for what's vaguely caUed. .
·wireless conunuoil:ations services." It's a
step down the road pundt waots to travel. .'

But what about those TV broadcasters? In
keeping with his Oexibility philosophy, Hundt
seems inclined to let· them use their new
spectrum for whatever they want, not just.
lIOTV.

lie may be right, but the broadcasters wiD
be cheating the Treasury out of billions. "It's'
more important to have flexibility than auc
tions," says Thomas Hazlett, an economist at·
the University 01 California at Davis. And the
ultimate flexibility. he Ia)'S. would be to grant
more spectnam to __ broadc:aten to~
pete with the incumbent rent-seekers. That's
what broadcasters fear most. .

In fact. 'why not let c:urreatlicense-hoIders,
including broadcasters, use spectrum any way
they want (with the FCC setting rules to.
prevent electronic interference). "Oe-moing"
is what Peter Huber, conununications lawyer
and Forbes colwnnist, caDs it. "You might see
a UHF station in L.A. stop doing 'The Three
Stooges' and do paging." You might see more
competition for ceBuiar companies.

After aU, it's the variety. innovation and
lower prices that unbounded competition wiD
bring that wiU most benefit the public. So let's
liberate the airwaves.
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The Great
Giveaway Is
a TV Robbery
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• ihe government should ~.•(.
aDdion'offnew frequencies. '"

4."1 ,~~ ,'. ..• ' ..~.
... t.... ......,.. ."

T here never r~y'wu any doubt~
.the CUnum crawci wau1d do It. but DGW

the gnat Iift...y· is Ul'0I1 us anli we
IbaWd al.leut m.ark the year. the day. die
haur. tbat biWauof do11an wortb of pubtic
prapeny is aneci OftrU) pnvate mtereSIL

WelPQk here of the broacicuaq spec
trum. Heaven a10De kDowa why anyaae
would wun to lee the cretmoUS~
broaac~ to our WImI1GD screens m IV1!Il
sbarper relief. but Uie app!wlce ana liee
traDIca iIIduml.~ydeme It. aDdlD.
nat far down tbe I'GId. we wWluve dill
taI1zed TV broaCi~. wbleb muu
yaQ'llbPetobayaUwTVI& : ~

M tb87 Ibift frGIia IDIJag U)~
tram,."", tbe brDaacuazlI CO'lq)'n,.
wau the IDftttiIIieIlt-eUltodian ot U.
apecuam-co aUat tUm mra "U'UIIdIaD"
frequeac:iel. SO .that ttiIy can traDIImt GIl i
baLbtbe.old aDd the new lystemI. ADd I

11-.'1 ware the isIue ot the great 81ft
away"" itl doU&r.~ec1heaa: WID
the govemmeDl. (We the Peopie) s"
had overDew frequences that maY,l1ft1l
technololiCll deve!opments. one day allow
not. merely one. but leverai new chmne.il
for the happy reOlrtent who Wlll com bil
liOD8 out of the Peap!e'l gUt to hun? It's tbe
oldest storY in Amenca: Plivauze the pm.

,naWlD&iize the lolL
The cUntoll admiDiltration. guldec1 by A1

Gore. IS IIDW let to hanc1 the new frequa
CllS over 10 the mduluy for essenU&l1r
not.binI. The Ilvuway 11 all Dut. finalizld.
it .eems. wtUlliU1e dillent train COZll"SL
wbieh is thoroughly cowed by tbe
imlDeDSeiy powerful broadeutmg iobby,
The =-vtIibIe oppcment after Bob Dole.
wbo railed Iut year apmst the :·biWoD·
dollar peaway·· augured by the 1991
Telecommwueauou ACt. haa been SeA.
John Mc:CaiD (R·Anz.I, who favors auc·
tioDmI off sloes on the VIdeo spectnml t reo
Sen"UlI nme for law emoreement) to pay
off a multibillion dollar chunk of the
naUonal debt. McCain calls the "offenSlve"
launched by the braac1casung lobby .. tlle
strangest I've leeD m Wlshmgtan."

If the new (requenaes were auctIoned.
they would fetch anywhere from 511 bil·
lion to more thaD no billion..... smail Dnce
for the Murdochs and Eanera of the wortd

,
'.

'It'. the o'dut story in America:
Privatize the pin. natlonatize

tbe·lou.1

, ","".

.:--i
for mdefinite contrel of the &U'Waves., But
why pay for what you can bave far free!
Vice Prescient Gore. along Wlth FCC~..
Reed HUDdt. is puabiZlg for the Ilveaw&,.
Wfth the caveat tbal. broadcuters be ...
jec:Cect someWDe lD the fuWre to "P~'
iDtereIt reqwremeDtI." In' other w
lift the fax the cb'ckm coop Wltha'
bebaVlor cacie to be Dqabated later. T!Ia.
wbole historY of the brDaQc.uung mliulCrJ.•
mu:e 1934 ahDWI vrridly that public =-1' .
ell. m'Dd'&eI on cnmmercal broaac:all.
ban Dever worked. ',. ..~

The great gtveaway meIheI mcely wtdl'
1ul year's White House agreement Witb
braadcasten that SUuaDa~ tine
haars of "educawmal" showa for cbildral
eaeb WHir:: it's a woncieriul~ pomt.farfj "
the adverasIDImdUIUY. w,:, ~..

DelepUanI of mermen'1i.c 'DUd.~
. the capUa11Ut yeU' ill Wb.t1e Haa.e .... ,

"Ida to prapall future rolea foradftl"a-..~
.-II u IiWDI 011 a CCNIlCil t.bat weald
ddDe qua1ily ptDl"'mmJD, ~,=--.c
.. for so-call8d educaUQllal .-. to...:
pnated on IOda CO'DtaiDerI and ' .....foad.,
tza7L ,•. ~ . ,'~,
, ''I'be aoiuUDD tbaL nelidlea to ..y. 11 ...
011 &be table. is at 1... tbe tpeCInD'D. TbII.
..,. Robert McCbesaey, )ounW.llm pr0-
f... at the UQivemty of WlsCOlllill.
waWd nwnWD the puDlic'. nght to~
the specuum and make Sigmf1canl. cull
tram an open and competitive bldc1ing pro.
cea. The pUblic would have the opUaIl U)

rnoke the licenses. making We the PeapAe
at lean the de yu:e owners of what 11 (aL
leat currently) OurL <" : • i '~,'~j ' ..

The final insult'G~ aiui H~-ant
pI"OIDOUDI the idea of the pUfied corpo
rat.e reapteDts of frequences IlTlftl a tiDY
sliftr of tree ume for political broadcula
bT Democrats and RepUblicans. Now_
tbere'. a bold definiwm of public 0....••
ship. Give your big contnbutora-tbe
braacicuterl bave spread thel' money lave
ishly between RepUblicans and
Dalocrats-biWons of dollars worth of
5peCtrUIIl m return. then tbaDk thllD for
proll21lmr to thiDk abOUt a up.

Two rays of sunlight: As the cable cam
puieS cut C.Span from their chl'DDela.
ccmwmerl are becommg angnly aware of
the frailty and vu1Jlerability of quality
broaacutlDl. And Internet users are pow.
edully aware of siIDi1ar commerca1 pres·
sures. Tl10uIb the spectrum gJveaway hu
beeD pooriy reported. pernaps 1t is Dot. too
late for pUblic uproar.

.iU:=ndeT' Cockburn ",ntel fOT the Natilm
aM DtMr publicczt~JU. L


